Vigilant Pirehouse
1066 Wisconsin Avenue, N, W,

Waghington, D. C.

PHOTOGRAPHS
WRITTEN HISTORICAL AND DESCRIPTIVE DATA

Reduced Copies of Meonwed Drawings

Historic American Buildings Survey
National Park Service
Washington, D. C.

20242

D.

c.

- 98

HABS
Do

& FEO
59~



HAES

P
_;J} Lo

HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY

THE VIGILANT FIREHOUSE

Location: 1066 Wisconsin Avenue, N. W,, Washington, D, C.

Pregent Owner: Migs Cathrine O'Donnell

Present Use: - Furnlture manufacture and seles, McKittrick Inc.
Significance: One of the oldest firehouses standing in the District

of Columbia. Started as a private fire company in
1817, the Vigilants built this structure on 10 August
1844 gg the second firehouse on the site.

PART T. HISTORICAL IRFORMATTON

The Vigilant Firehouse is a two story brick building on Wisconsin Avenue
in Ceorgetown, formerly 32nd Street. It is Washington, D. C.'s, oldest
example of the traditions that developed Trom the esrly private and
volunteer fire companies.

The Vigilant Fire Company was formed in 1817, msking it the oldest in
Georgetown and one of the oldest in the Distriet of Columbia. The company
was organized with John Kurz as the Eresident, Jemes Moore as the Secretary
and Jemes Corcoran as the Treasurer. The engine was purchased Trom John
Agmie in Philadelphia, Pa., and christened the Vigilant.2 The Vigilants
are reputed to have been the first fire company to have a steam fire
engine, (1868).3 As the city developed the fire companles were reorganized
and gradually became a part of the govermment of the Distriet of Coluwmbia.
The Vigllants were reorganized in 1848 snd then succeeded by Fire Company
No. 1 of CGeorgetown on April lst, 1867. This became Distriet of Colurbia
Fire Company No. 5 in 1871. The building was abandoned to commercial uses
when the fire company moved around the corner on November 1T7th, 1883.

The present building at 1066 Wisconsin Averue was built in 18kl and
occupied on the 10th of Mgust. This building was occupled as a firehouse
antil 1883, when it became the Palmer Bottling Works and then MeKittrick,
Ine. Both of these funetlons made alterations in the firehouse, adding
to it and re-arranging the interior spaces. The major additions were
made in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, During its days as a
firehouse there was only the main block of the building wilth a small two
floor shed roof addition to the rear for the horses and hay.
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The first bullding on the site used by the Vigilants is described as

veood frame and was one that wes added to alse and must have appeared

easy to move., In December of 1829 the Mayor of Georgetown was authorized
$20 to move the Vigilant Firehouse to, "...some convenient and suiteble
site..."  This was not done right eway, but in 1832, "$1,000 was

- gppropriated to aid in the purchase of e hydraulion engine and hese reel,
and for the erection of a house and preservation of the same. A new house
was not erected, an addition being made to the old one September 9th, 1835,
at the cost of $200."  On the 16th of September in 1843 the firehouse
was auvctioned off and purchased by George W, Haller who moved it across
the street to 1079. This building was replaced by a modern one in 196L,

Throvghout the Georgetown Corporation records are the perlodic records
of repaire and purchase of equipment tor the buildings of the Vigilant
Fire Company and the later Fire Company No. 1.

There are many references to the Vigilant Fire Company throughout the
history and lore of the District of Columbia fire fighters. An jzscription
on the Trent of the Vigilant House, for example, relates part of a tale
about Bush the fire dog. "Bush was of mixed breed, of dark brown color,

a volunteer of Fire Co. No. 1. He ran with the engine to all fires and
parades and was a general favorite with all who chanced to form his
acquaintance. He became careless sbout his diet, ate free lunch between
meals and was taken suddenly 111 July L4, 1869. The doctors pronounced

it 2 hopeless case of arsenical polsoning, and after severgl severe

spasms he passed peacefully in the sixth vear of his age.,"©

The days of the Vigilant Fire Company were colorful and its members
involved in much practicel jJoke activity. The rivalry between the
Compenies was keen and occasionally violent. "About the year 1840, some
members of the Vigilant and Western Star Companies built a boufire on the
Brick-Yard Hill end sent s messenger +to the Union Cospany in the city to
inform them that the business portion of the town wes in denger of dis-
truetion, The Union in grest haste soon errived on the scene of the Tire,
and were s0 disgusted that the language used was neither select nor
complementary, In return they received a volley of stones, their engines
and lamps were broken and the crowd pursued them acrcss the creek, The
following day about forty arrests were mede, the whites were fined and
the slave received lashes."7

In ancther ineident, "The Potomae Hose, with mul{led bells and silent
tread, would sometimes steal near the Vigilsnt Engine house, whenathe
ringing of bells and the cry would alarm the Vigilant Company...”
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At an Barly meeting of the (eorgetown Fire Department, "The proceedings
of the meeting were so interesting that two members were fined fen

-cents each Tor swearing, and a resclution was passed that any member who

mentioned the name of the Vigilant Fire Company should be fined 2% cents. .."9
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PART II. ARCHITECTURAL TNFORMATION

The Vigilant Firehouse was built sometime after Georgetown's oldest
volunteer firelighting brigade was formed in 1817. At the time this
report was written in 1964, the brick two story, gable end building with
its cupola was in sad repair, being used as a bedding factory. This
rectangular structure had been added to on both sides and in the rear
and then remodelled during its life as a bottle works. Even in this sad
state the building remained the oldest standing firehouse in the District
of Columbis in 196#,

The original building was a rectangle with its narrow, gable end to the
street, Thirty feet sway was the Cheasspeske and Chio Canal and s block
avay on the Potomac River, This original building had two rooms - one

oh the first floor and one on the second. A hatch in the ceiling of the
second fleoor led to the cupola. A shed roofed two floor addition was made
to the rear of the firehouse first, the second floor, shows signs of having
been vsed for hay storage. There were later additions to the south and
the north sides of the firehouse. The addition to the south is a small
one floor area running the depth of the firehouse asnd the first addition
to the rear. The addition to the north is a large two floor area, glso
running the length of the entire firehouse and rear addition. The most
recent sddition to the fire house, and obviously ane from ite commercial
dayvs is to the extreme rear of the building and attached to the resr of
the first Resr additlon. The roofs of all of the additions are gently
sloped ghed roofs. There are parapets on the front of the north and

the south addéition facades,

The front or east of the firehouse shows easglly the three various units
-~ the main or center portion and the two flanking sdditions. The wain
portion of the bhuiiding had two doors, large enough for fire equipment on
the first floor. On the second Tloor there are three rectangular six
over six light double hung windows which had blinds. The gable end of the
bullding has a brick cornice at the roof line. Centered at the front of
the building the cupola was bullt of wood. This is set on a low platifornm
and is sguere. The concave curved roof is held up by brackets and sur-
mounted by & bhall., The roof of the cupcla is metal while the remsining
roofs sre shingle or roll roofing., Set into the brick on the front gable
is a stone with "Vigilant, Instituted, 1817" inscribed on it. Directly
below this and also centered in the end of the geble is a wrought iron
"v", which undoubtedly was put on as a trademark Ffor the Vigilantes, but
also seems to serve as a tension rod tile, since 1t is matched by an "S"
curve on the back of the main building. Set into the brick on the front
of the building several feet above the sgtreet level and between the doors
is another stone, this one is inscribed, "Bush, the 0ld Fire Ixg, Died of
Poison, July Sth 1869, R.I.P.
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The addition to the south of the main building is one floor high,

algo of brick with a decorative brick cornice., This ares contains

e pair of flenking two over twe light double hung windows. This dstes
from commercial days.

The commercial addition to the north is two stories high and about
the same width as the maln dullding., This has a show window and door
that are not original. The second floor, however is in tact. This
has three brick-arched windows across the front. Above this is a
decorative brick cornice on the parapet. These windows are six over
six light wooden double hung windows.

The interior of the first floor is completely stripped of any original
trim or finish., The second floor has plaster and there is wooden trin
around the windows. This trim is made up of flat rectangular pieces
and is rather simple, There is no sigh of any original mechanical
‘equipment or hardware. The 1564 stairway was wide and not original.

The over-sll size of the Vigilant Firehouse is 24 by 4l for the original
structure and 56 by 81 including all of the additions,

There is no basement in the strucbure. The first floor is concrete
and the second floor is wood. The original fire equipment doors are
missing.,

On the interior of the structure there are some "turn of the century"”
partitions, which are vartislly glass., On the first floor there are
some partitions and a bathroom that were added in the 1940's. There

alsoc was some steel reinforcement added in the 'h0's,
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